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ABSTRACT 

Intended for researchers in a verify of fields, this 
' journal^ issue contaM^ articles that pro^^ide guidance for technical 
writing for publication. Following an introduction, the first article 
explores some of the reasons papers are rejected by editors, 
including research design problems, . lack of clarity and style, or 
unsuitability for the journal. The second article offers peer oditing 
tips for professionals, spe&ificajLly how to work with j partner and 
how to speed edit to assess a. document's purpose, audience, scope, 
and structure. The third article offers seven specific guidelines for 
clearer, more precise prose writing. (HTH) 
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^ ^ . INTRODUCTION 

^ * by Cheryl W. Ruggiero 

f-or ihc past decade. ! have been teaching writing, 
ad\if>ing writers, and editing manuscripts. IVe coun- 
seled researchers in a variety of fields, including sociol- 
njxv, hiw. en;2ineering. economics, food .sciences, ie\- 
tries, conipulei science, education, veterinary medicine,, 
and communication. They have expressed feelings 
ubout Wfilmg that range from pleasure in the challenge 
to dread ot ever having to do it again, and from arro- 
^'ance to abject insecurity. Many seemed to struggle not 
onlv v\rth tTieir methodology and data but with a shad- 
ovvv mons'or. btnh hostile and competitive, which 
hiivered *'oui there in the profession*' ^ready to attack, 
ilevour. and destroy. Most had missed, in their earlier 
unting experiences, (he straightforward advice and 
open cncouiagenicnl ot colleagues 

I his issue ot the AIR Professii>nui File offers both 
and a tirsi-raie sample ot what is greatly needed, not 
jiiNi in m'siitutioiial research but throughout the aca- 
demic copiniunity. I'lton, v.ith the authority of expe- 
rience ami the energy of good^humor, napies and dis- 
pels the monster, and prov de.s an insider's insight into 
uhji n}.ikes ^ril^nggood enough t(^ publish. Liberated 
b\ \ Iton. lyaders will Imd thai Mullins next^ets them 
Hj on iv^o techniques that much-published ci^lleagues 
have probabl) been using all along. She details sound. 
Npecilic practices th^^t can change writing fiom <j loncK, 
delensive {J!r^<vd into an expensive and gcnuinelv possi- 
ble act I he reader is then ready lor Smoot\ lively 
iuhice (Ml senlence stvle. which can keep a writer lri)ni 
burving gomi mlormation ui sleef -inducing "unncces- 



sary complexity/** From motivations to mechanics, 
these good writers give good advice. 

I hope that these articles will set many of you back 
10 writing, and to writing more clearHy^and directly. We 
are a body of inquirers, j^d written work- both nour- 
ishes and moves us. Most of us rarely go even a week 
without learning something that would be useful for 
someone else, wfiether ii is a local detail or a global 
principle. T he rest of us need to read « bout il! If wc 
don't write - more and belter to each other, many of 
us are likely to remain number^crunchecs and file 
makers di.scoverihg, but failing to interpret and com- 
municate. That would be a U^ss for aH of* us. To gain 
instead, we need to reject the fear of rejection, find 
partnerships, break free of entangling roundabout 
phrases, and WRlTl-!» 



RKFLF( TIONS AND OBSKRVATIONS 
OF AN KDITOR 

b> Charles F. Hltori 

As I was overtaking two colleagues* wi a hall during a 
national conference. I overheard one say, "... the 
main reas(^n 1 hesitate to v/rite for publication is my 
fear of being rejected.** I was startled to hear an af par- 
entlv honest confession and. as I passed them, the sym- 
pathetic response. ".Yeh. me too." I say "honest contcs- 
sion'' because usually it is phrased as "lack of time." 
Never have i heard "lack of anything worthwhile to 
write about." but perhaps I should spend more time in 



hallways! Can fear reje'ction^be conquered by kaowl- 
edge ahd>jnformation? Since almost every>one has time 
and daja wftrth sharing Ihcough the publication pro- 
' ccssMet us assume that fear of rejeclion can be subdueA 
by knowledge. 

I recommend that you begin by reciting daily: *'Have 
! ever met someone Who has published and who has 
^not been rejected?*' Let's start a nji^w club. 1f'you\will 
ask*your published colleagues if they Wave had articles 
rejected, HI begin a national honor roll of those who 
answer "No." 1 might even try to raise some prize . 
money. ,0( course,syou*ll-have to send me their names 
and promise to teU them what you're doing because we 
don't want to embarrass. anyone! (-I^have a friend who. 
keeps a national honor rgll of liars.) 



vS^lectlng Vour Title ^ ^' * 

I admit to being f^rverse' but the place to begin your 
stand against **tear of rejection" is with the title 6f your 
article 'of p«^cr. Now. I Vnow what most people do; 
Avrite the title absolutely last (but before revision, of 
course). Ask yourself before you start planning an arti- 
cle. "What is the title of my paper?" If you can answer 
that C^ue.stion in ten words or less you're off to an excel- 
lent start. This is a worthwhile beginning because the 
title tpay help in ikc literature^ review and serve as a 
beacon for organizing, the discussmn and conclusion 
sections. J ' ^ - . 

You will know you are making'rapid progres.s when 
you begin altering the titles of others' articles after 
reading *i htm. Probably the fii;st thing \6 do is attempt 
to shorten the title. While it's a rule of thumb and 
exists onl> to be -broken, yoi -hould start out with a 
handicap of Jen words or less. Consider'the following * 
>^jitle?"**C*(jmputer-Prepared Questionnaires and CJroup- 
ing Jhcories. Considerations for Mail Sur\ey In Aca- 
demic Settings." Yes, I published tha^ title.' but an 
impro\cd^ \ersion is "C*(^niparison of Questionnaire 
Rtj'sponscs l.sing Holland and Biglan Models." 

/RcccniK. a v\rifcr observed th^it Ix c(Won in the title 
sc/L'tncd u\ be characteristic of nwst published articles. 
fl/c'C\cn uondcrcd. tongue-in-cheek, vhether it might 
be an absolute reL|i^iremeni for getting an article 
accepted lor pu'blicatuin. You^uill ha\e passed the test 
Inr (nercorTiing' **tc<ii o\ rcjretion" uhen it is ^second 
iraiure to alter tifles with colons in them. Iherelore. it 
ina\ not- he surprising to learn that lournal^ rcMcuers . ' 
reconmieml i: change m title tor approximately iwentv- 
li\e percent ot the articles the> rcMeu. ' y 

Reasons for Rejection 

' \\h\ are manuseripts us'uallv rejeeted'.^ 1 he riMjor 
rea,s<Mis ^i\en b\ {\\o rcMev^ers f on reieeting inarms- 
a ipts submitted to /Research in Higher luJucation vsere 
tiibulaled and ealegon/ed; thjL- pereeniage i)l tolal 
eoiTinients made, troni highest to lowest, were as tol- 
Itis^s stiilistrcai problems (22^'). research design prob- 
leniN ij^^' /* ). discussion and ennelnsion piobleins ( I ; ). 
lack ot reader appeiil M4S). i!iadt\fu;t;(e literature 
reviev. piobiems ol eiarit\ ancJ vi\ ie/' KM-M.' lack 

ot Lontribuiion to ihejitcraiurc (XS ) 



^ Statistical *ncl Research De&Ign 'Usues; Almost half 
of the pa'per rejections involve statistical and research 
design issues. Furthermore, because difcussion and 
'.conclusion criticisms tend to flow directly from .inap- 
propriate statistical and dcsi)gn problems, 56 percent 
involvp mqthodologlcal concerns. This proVides addi- 
tional support for the suggestion by Carolyn Mullins 
that you ask a colleague who is-quantitatively sophisti- 
Ciit<;d to review your paper before sending it off for 
#pul)[ication. Better yet, seek some advice before begin- 
ning the analysis of your data! 

Some .may grumble. ** . . . but that requires a lot of 
time and bother!** I agree. The value placed on time 
varies among individuals, to be sure. However. I'd be 
inclined-'to spegd time on almost anything if I knew 
tha-t the probability of a ^esired-^nd favorable payoff 
increased by 50 percent a^ a result. 

Do statisticians always receive favorable reviews, 
then? No. tiot always. However, their acceptance rate, 
per article submitted, is among the highest of any comr 
parison group. ■ 

In. passing, i^ shpuld be- noted that occasiona-lly a 
pap^'A is rejected because of a methodological issue, 
when it shoiild have been accepted. Reviewers and edi- 
tors have feet of clay. too. So, should that happen, 
don't be afraid to take pen in hand (or word processor) 
and tel^ tlie ediloF that itie reviewers probably didn't 
read your paper carefully' enough, (Always blame the 
i-eviewers rather than ihc editor; I do.) It is good forif\ 
to present, also, the reasons for the misunderstanding, 
regardless of whom you blame. The odds ire thai the 
editor will feconsider the paper and either select new 
reviewers to assess yoiir paper or forward your com- 
ments lo the original reviewers for their responses to 
your concerns,' (Jencrally. editors are impressed with 
authors who arv ablcto defend their methodology. 

Lack of Aeader Interest. The rejecticm-of a paper for 
the fourth mos^ common reason (lack ol interest to the 
readers) is almost always due to* author la/iness or 
igncuance. or both. The auth<u should nof subrrfit a 
manuscript to i» jc^urnal that he she has not perused 
beforehand. Or.' <is editiuial law number 5 states: "it 
>^ou hii^^'n't read the jt^urnal. dt^n't send it there." 
(Please d(m't ihquirc about (he lirst Icnir laus.) A trip 
to thejibrar>*ma\ r*esult in the diseo.\ei> ol a plethora 
of lournais that rtiight be intcti'sted m publishing your 
paper. 

In examining each jc^urnal. look Ic^r and read tla* 
"information fc^r auttuus" section. usuall\ lound inside 
the Ir'Ont (^r haek ctner. (Oeeasic^nalU. that section 
appears t)nl> cmee eaeli year.) It is there that >cui \\\[\ 
(liseo\er whether or not yi^ur paper "fits" that journal, 
that 'is. whether regular readers will be interested in 
your paper. Sluuild a journal not ciMitaui a section for 
authors, cross it oil vour list of potential (ur.lcis and 
eontinlie viuir searc.h Ask eoilcagues uhat lournals 
tjhev subsenhe to. or il the> kntuv someone uho sub- 
seribes to a particular journal ot interest that inav i>ot 
be in the iibrarv .As a tringe benelit ol this technique. 
\ ou1l increase the number a\ I riends aiui aequam- 
.lanees. .or. at least, the Iriends will outnumber the 
urouelies' 
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A second rtiafor hrcnctil is derived from a thorough 
rvading ol the journal. You learn in a relatively painless 
manner about thejournaPs style and ii)rmal. There is 
,m6re variation in journal style and format than seems 
possible lor the relatively sma^ll nufn^ber of journals that 
exist. Nonetheless, reviewers and editors are well ac- . 
quafnted ujih these journal vagaries. At all costs, you 
do not want your*paper*s lormat to/imply to reviewer « 
that it has been rejected by another journal. Ke[l»haih 
nt) iur\ like. a journai that believes it has been chosen 
iinl^ as "second best,!*' I he corollary of this notion is 
seU'Cvident. Should your paper be rejected by a journal 
with a dilferent style or format that? is required by the * 
one Uj which you v\iH submit it next, it is^well worth 
your time and ellort \o retype your paper in the 
approved \ojm. (More about* this later.) Every editor 
and reviev\er has had tKcasion ti) read a manuscript 
VMih not (Milv a "jiueign" formal but with ^^c original 
reMev\er\ critical comments still visible in the margins! 
I here mav be a better way to ensure rejection, but 
ollhahd 1 can't ihink of it. ^ 

It Is probably a vKifste ol time and money to tele- 
phone an editor to inquire vs^hether or not your paper is 
NiUtable for a specitic journal. Most editors arc hesitant 
to make that decision over the phone. Iheir 'ikely ' 
responses boil down to. "We'll be glad iq review the 
article and setid vou our comments." For that effort 
you have learned that it mav or may'niM lit the readers 
ol that journal. - 

Inadequaee Literature Kevie>v. Inadequate literature 
review, the tilth reason given h^r not accepting an arti- 
cle, stems trom the habitual rcadjng patterns followed^** 
hvVeview editors, fhat is, the title is read first, fol- 
lowed bv the absiracl, and then the references. Editors 
usualls setul manuscripts to reviewers who are inter- 
ested and especiallv competent in specific topics. Sup- 
pose a'reviev\er reading a paper i^p stuiient attrition 
and d()es not luid (he name or names of Pascarella. 
Spadv. lereji/nii. or I into in the reference section. 
IH'li^ic reading the paper, the rc\iewer has decided that 
the literatuie review Is inadequate, r.vidence that the , 
author docs not appear iq be acquainted with, the 
mainstream litejatiire on student attrition is not likely 
to nutkc a ^oiul impression. ' * 

( larit\ and Stvle. f*roblenis ol elantv and stvle h.ive 
^Hvn dealt with m another seeliof\ of this issue I'ditmg 
Prt>lcsMi)r)al Uniting Again, a Iriend. colleagut^: or 
spouse ma\ be ol great help in these mailers. \^uallA 
pr<>bk r\is (ij elantv ami st v le are enecumtcrt'd more Ire- 
quenilv anuuig beginning authors than with experienced 
vwiieis t»i. as Haeim ruMeii. "Reading rnaketh a full 
man. conlerei^Lc- a leadv man. and writing an exact 
man 

( ontrihution to the Literature, the last reason iden- 
ntud h\ ie\»"wers lor reieciing a paper is that it does 
nt>i et>nlnhute to the literaKire I he nnplication C't this 
criticism IS that the pafKM does mn add knowledge 
hevond that alreadv siipplicil b\ numerous studios' that 



have appeared on that topic. An example might be 
. another study on the relationship of grade point aver- 
jfge to SAT or ACT scores, ?'he correlations between 
, these Auriables have been reported so frequently thaf 
there is little or no justification for, yet another exampfb 
at 'institution X.** Editors are conscious of the cDsts 
associated with publishing a paper and the backlog of 
papers waiting to be published. 7he^ are, therefore, 
reluctant to accept an article on 'd topic that h'as been 
exhaustively researched and does 'not add something 
new to tht literature, ' ' \ 

Dealing with Rejection 

A cifmmo'n assumption made by many editcuial 
reviewers is that, there is a journal willing to publish 
any manuscript that exists. This belief may be a close 
relative of the one that assumes there is a college wil- 
ling to enroll any applicant! And, at times, in a letter of 
rejection, ^an editor may sugge.st thc name ^of another 
journal that the author might consider as an outlet for 
• an article. (This is more frequent if the article docs not 
"fit'* the journal's readership.) Currently my position is 
a straddle. 1 hat is, I WOULD encouragt a beginning 
author whg receives a rcjeclidn note to revise the article 
' and submit it elsewhere* After an author has published 
seven ti^ ten articles, unless the editor invites a revision! 
a rejected article is probably best filed away for some- 
other occasiorTand energy devoted to a new. manus- 
cript. "I'his (^pinion is based on the assumption that for 
an experienced, published author, it is non-productive 
\o spend much timmj-^ing to rescue a rejected manu- 
script. However. I hasten to a^d. *'Ask tiot»for whom 
the bell tolls; it may be for an errant editor." 

" Kxplormg Oiher Avenues ^ 

I'or those to whorri quantitative studies are abhor- 
rent, pc^tential for publication is still extremely rosy. 
I ilerature reviews are among the most desired and val- 
uable articles iri print. Most editors begin to salivate 
when one of these shows up in the miunmg mail. I)edi- 
caied wi^rk, lots of time, and persistent motivaticm are 
their hallmarks. Perha^Js that accounts lor their relative 
rarity. Begin with a ti^pie that fascinates yc^u. read 
everything that lias been written' im that topic, and 
i>rgani/e it! Since a comrfion problem is organization, 
that skill nrav be improved by reading several exam- 
.pies: the anrTual review publishetl bv Journal t*/ l itca^ 
flonal Behavior, anv article m Review of h'Jutational 
Research, or any (^1 Kenneth f eldmairs articles in 
Research in fftyjicr hitdcaiion. ' ♦ 

f inall). remember that happiness is getting an article 
accepted tor publicati(M)lB 



* WORK SMXRTEH: 
♦ , WAITING ^IPS FOR PROFESSIONALS. 

^- " ' by Carolyn J. Mul^ins' 

Adding two techniques to yt)ur bag of^writing. tooW * 
will, help you write mo^re efficiently and effectively. 
These technique^, working with a 'partner* and speed 
editiqg. help wUh any kind of writing .but work fii^-' 
oially well for acadernics.and professionals. , 

Unbiased Evaluation Helps, You Revise.Betfjer 

The aot of writing involves you deeply in jdu( topic. 
That's good because it hefps you keep going even over • 
rrugh spots. It's also badC thouglii, because it blinds you 
to thcTlaws in what you've wriften, and pbjectivity is 
. probai>Iy the single most important ingredient in si^f- 
cessful revision. Tliere's .also a snialW maffter of q%o\ 
rliost writers' work means a great deal to them. The 
more effort they've devoted t6 their work, the more the 
work me^ns and the harder it i^ to cut, reworjc, and 
generally r6vise;effectively. . j « 

How do you get objecti,vity. without sacrificing fhe 
in\olvemt'nt4hat keeps yrJu going? Orfe way is to work 
with a partner, who can read and criticize your work 
withtjut being hung up on feeUngs. Whea you and a 
partner act jjs crjtics for each other two or three times' 
in the^cours^c of revising a document, both of you jain 
.by being ftble to worl^ more efficiently and effectively. 
A second way is to learn speed editing,. whicjT lets you , 
work'on'youj own documents without sacrificing 
objfcciivky. ^ 

This section aells how to make both techniques work 
for you. 

r 

Two Heads Are Better Than One ^ 

An old saying has it that two heads are better than 
one. and )t certainly holds for writing skills. Criticisnj's- 
hard to litke. especially thc-vfiVst few times, but q critic s 
unbiased i^pinions are )|our ticket to better and faster 
writing. ."^^ 

Ciood critics offer a viewpoint different from yours 
and thus can spot thjngs you haven't made clear. They 
sumulaie your thinking by asking questions and mak- 
ing suggestions. Because they can work on a document 
that y(uN\ had to lay aside for a time, the^ make it 
possible fof'you to gain jSonie distance from the manus- 
cript 't^j^d }»iill "work" on ii. 

Ihey^also help to assure accuracy and. in an organi- 
zation or on certain research projects, they help you 
.a\oid Molaiion of rules and r^egulations on confidential- 
it). YouMl usually find. too. that critics* questions and 
altempts.to^clarlfy help you to think more logically. 

As .you p^oMde help in return* y^^^W make a marve- 
lous and comforiing discovery: You re not the only 'wri- 
ter in the world who produce^ terrible first drafts and 
forgc<s important steps. 

^>mctimes partnerj^ w^nd up coauthorin^papers .with 
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' each Other, but t}iat's not the intern o/ working with a 
' partner. The purpose is simply to provide you xJ^ith 
. someone who can help you work' more effectively (or 
share the blame v^h^ things go wrpng). 

.WhoCahDoIt? ^ . > 

* • ^ .. ^ • •< ^ . 

Just about any^ educated person can 4ct as;i critic Tor 
an academic or other professional. M^st y)eople prefer 
t»o find a partner in their own field <<r office, but some 

• deliberately pick someone who isnt. Why? Thtse wri- 
.ters figure that they've communicatecJ (nearly if an out- 
sider understands. • 

^me yriters use a sfiouse (thoygh^that , can strains 
' the marriage "if the criticism isn't handled carefully), 
*and some use^n editor or editorial <;ohsultant. . 

• What Help When? . 

You can ^slc tAfL^^'P three different times in the 
jiocumcnt pr-oducfron cycle. One is right after the first 
dra.ft, When you'd otherwise have to put the thing in a 
boitpm drawer and foiget it for a tifne (also.knoWn as 
,"cooling" it). The second is after you've done an organ- 
' i/ational overhaul and whipped your headings and 

• subheadings into shape. The third is toward the end t)f 
ftie pro<tfss wh«n j^ou think you've got .all the, wording 
straight and you're about ready to produce a final 
copy. • ' ' - ' » ^ 

On a first drVv ask for general criticism of organiza- 
tion and substance. Ask particularly that the critic 
nr^rk seaion^thal seem to repeat *^and sections that he^ 
or she was unprepared for. As you and your partner, 
gain experience, you'll alsd'lv able td mark for'each 
other places in the document where you were expecting ^ 
topics that never appeared. Speed editing, discussed 
late^, helps you evaltate a first draft /apidly and 
effectively. 

Op a later draft, ask critics to check the logic of 
organization and mark sections that seem redundant. 
Thtre* shouldn't be many such- sections at this^tage. 
Ask them to mark*^ sections that don't have enough 
. \headings and subheadings, sentences that aren't clear, 
technical language youVc used unnecessarily, grammat- 
ical errors, and so on. The goal ofMhis check is to work 
at a level xyf detail that's not possible or appropriate on - 
a first draft. With technical writers and editors and 
experit-nced critics, you can al^o fkrnefit from editing 
and rewriting that gives you sentences you can use arud, 
even when wrong, shows clearly where and whv you re 
^ failing to communicate. , i 

For long-term writing improvement, start a list of 
comments and corrections that recur often. Keep the 
list over your desk and use the {suggestions as a guide to^ 
better^ writing. As yoil finally* get Taults crossed off the 
list., replace them with jyipv ofie^. Writing is a dynamic 
process: you can always learn sofnething new about it. 
Sb you should never be wi^thout an improvemem card. 

Conversely.' because improving writing is tough work, . . 
never saddle yourself with too many things to improve 
at the same time Try not to have more than live items ' 
on that, list at once. 
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How To Ask for Help * ^ * ^ ' ^ 

The nicest way to ask for hefp is in person. A.<k until 
you fipd someone whoMs willing to try working With 
you. When you have the first docupient ready, ^nake a 
list of things you think might bc wrong with it. Write 
down the date by which you need to have^a response. 
1 hank^the critic whc^ the dpcument returns^ and offer, 
to roturn the favor. 

.When you act as a critic yt)ursclf, be as tactful as 
possible. Try to offer constructive suggestions. For 
instance,* ''This is a terrible section" will irritate even 
the most even4emi)ered author. But* **Vou need more 
■^background inforriiation he;e" will, help the author 
repair a' flaw without feeling defensive. *Tbere^ is a 
Golden Rule fpr'succfess as a critic: "If you can'l say 
something nice, at least say it tacftikilly." * 

Peace of Mind versus a Sea of Comments 

Most writers greet lh?it first documept-full of suggos- 
tiohs with a sinking feeling in the pit of if^ stomach. 
And particularly when* they're, new to partner work, 
they may^find any criticism hard to accept. To make 
that task easier/remind yourself that the critic is saving 
'you lime. You'd never find all those mistakes on your 
pwn. * ' . 

Take every comment, seriously. Even when critics 
don't describe a problem correctly, almpst always they 
have pointed out a genuim? problem .that needs fixing*. 1 
once had a client to wnom a journal referee had 
relumed his article with the corrfment that he couldn't 
sefe jwhy the author had **discusscd sexuality foi- only 
^ three paces'* when, Clearly, that topic was central to the 
dlouume*nt. Mjf client was livid; he came to mh with his 
ringeffr^Masping a hefty group of pages fhat discussed 
se:<ualiiy. When -1 looked at his hcaoKngs, though, this, 
is what I found: 

The section on* sexuality was only three pages long, 
but the section on dafing behavior continuied the dis- 
cussion. The referee had been misled by the headings. . 
A true reflection of the docxinlent s organization looked 
more like this: 



I. Problem statement 

II. Method Hcctiiun 

III. Sexuality • 
^. Definition 
•B., Dating behavior 

l\\ Discussion and ct^nclusiqns 



With a simple change in headings and heading ksjfih 
dtxfi \eiy little else, that paper werft back to the journal 
editor, who returned the article ip thr referee, who 
'recommended acceptance for publication. (Example 
adapted from Mullins, 1^.) 

Soite writers ob^'ct that the critic shou'd have read 
more carefully. hiR they miss the point. No reader 
should ever be required to guess what it is.yrti#mean. 
Your responsiibility is to cctfnmunicate accurately. In 
genera), if a critic interprets your words in a certam, 
wrong way» chances are other rcade^ will make the 
same error 



When a comment doesn't make s):nse, even aft 
y<juVc given it considerable tli)^ght, cither ask the 
critic nicely to discuss the problejn with* 'you or have 
sonxepne cise read and critictte. CAUTION: Restrict 
yourself to clarification. Dotiv^ debate. Debating may^ 
well Qost yi^ the help of your critic. 

apeed Editing « * 

Speed editing combiner skim reading with brief notes 
to help you grasp ^ document's contents quickly. The 
technique i^ best learned on a' p^rtner^s document 
because^ you won't get hung up on its fa^iliarit'>^ Once 
you've acquired skilt t^hough, you canr'use it to evaluate 
youf own documen\s, where you'll find- it a useful aid 
to gaining objectivity. 

The purpose of the technique, which is most useful 
on first drafts but^can also be used later in the revision 
process, is to assess the docurnent's reader, purpose, 
scope, and apparent plan (outline). To use the tech* 
nique, follow these ^j^Rftsj^ ^ ^ * 

1. Skim the d(^'Qment q^\ck\y( Tr^^io identify the 
intended reader (who is going to get this document, ^ 
and i5 it apprppriately written for that reader?); the 
purpose 4why is tlie writer writing?); and the scope 

. (what range does the topic cover?). Ski/n by placing 
Of your han^i at f.tib top of the first pagcVith the/in- 
gers spread from one margin to the othel-. Draw ^ 
your hand down the page rapidly, forcing your eyes 
to follow along just above the fingers. Try to train\ 
your eyes to lake in a line at a time, not just a few 
^vords (this takes time). Take no more than Ave' 

* minutes to skim a io-page document. 

2. Return to the frOnt of the document. In the margin, 
briefly summarize the topic of each paragraph and ^ 

* ' its connection to the paragraph just before it. If you 

see no connection, say so. Make the notevi>rief; they 
don't need to be neat or thorough. Take no more 
than a minute per page to maRqnd^es. 

3. When you've taken notes qn every page, try to make 
an outline of the document down to the tbird level * 
of importance (roman numerals, capital letters, arlibic 

^ 'Numerals). Don't use the author^s outline as a guide, 
even if it's been given to you. (Most documents, 
change shape as the author writes.) What you want 
to know is the outline the author actually used« not 
the ou^ine he or she tried to use. Also, don't try tp 
evaluate or reorganize. All you want is '*the facts'' of • 
the situation.^ 

4. Nex't, try to find a central theme for the document. 
What's ii all about? Try to write the therae in fewer 

) than 50 words. If you weren't able to identify the 
reader earlier, try again now. 

5. Now, evaluate the plan of organization by marking 
on the outline where topics repeat, where they seen^. , 
out. of place, or where topics treated at the same 
level of importance don't actually appear to be • 
equally important. This evaluation is the basis for 
organizational revision of the document. ^ 

. Tilis iechT\ique seems immensely difficult at first. 
Most writers simply aren't used to forcing themselves 
to skim quickly and to take notes sloppily. If you don't. 



< 



er|c .> 



pit A IB Pro/t,xuonai File So 2t 5 



m 



though, you'll spend too much time the task/ Not 
only does that y/astc-your time, it aUo destroys some of 
the, objcttivity you bring to the task. The beauty of 
speed editing is precisely that it lets you review docu- 
ments objectively.' " f 
*Once youVe learned the technique on documents 

• belonging to oti ^ youlPbe 'able to use it un your 
own document. 1 jcclivity will always be a 'problem, 
but not as much <o \vith this techniqqe because it 
makes you coricentraie on the forest (the whole docu- 
ment), not the fVces (words^j/itenccs, and paragra-phs). 
Youll also find^lhe technique handy for gradmg' papers 
anij tests, evaluating documents you referee for jouf- 

« nals and l\ind-grantilng ^rg^ni/ati^ns, and a.^ost of 
other (documents. ' . ' \ ' 

iSoie: Ftyr 'rnore informaiion on these techniques and 
how they jit into a systematic process for^ writing unci 
revising;, see Mujlins (I98(^). ChapfPr.s U-^IJ ejicplairi 
systematic, effi{ ient revisionUn detail, . 

■ •• ( : • 



^*This problem pe^*ds investigation.'* Tho second ver- 
sMon is^clearly more economical and direct. 
3. Avoid using Sfrings of preposritionaJ phrases. 

Prepusitiofts connect nouns or pronouns ^with 
r.sorhe other wojd (the object ^f the preposition) and, 
show the reJationship between the noun or pronoun 
♦ and the object^ Common* prepositions include about, 
by, during, for, from, in, of tm, to, upon, and with. 
The information contained in f>reposiiimiijl phrases 
I can frequently be included in other, smoother ways. 

Consid(fr thi.s sentence: ''An introduction to tjie 
, Virginia budget process is necessary for an under- 
standing of our decision-theoretic model/' Notice 
that the sentence contains three prepositional 
- phrases, '\o \\\ft Virginia budget process/* ''for an 
understandi^p " and "of our, decision-theoretic 
•model." 

By using an active verb iiisiegid of is and revising 
the. prepositional phrases, we get. ''An introduction 
to the Virginiji budget process \^11 jielp readers 
• understand our deci$?ion-theoretic jnodel.*' a .sent- 
ence with only otJfe prepositional p'firase and, conse- 



quently, a muchjf^moother rhythm. 

^ ^ 4^^r5crn'l use the passive vr—^ 

Mullm>, ( ..I (IVK.^), A RuUie to wriiinfi and fHihhsffin\i m ihv unial cific reason for doing SO, 



Miillins. ( .J Complete wriiinfi fimiiv to ffnyyarin^ report^, 

pruposah. n{vnio\, eii . flngleXvood Cliffs. S.w Prenlke-Hall 



use the passive voice unless you have a spe- 
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EDITING PROFESSIONAL WRITING 

^ by Joyce G. Smoot 

Mos|^)f us to make our prose clear, straigh^fof- 
v\afd, and efficient. We can't always avoid complexity; 
sometimes oi^ir writing i,s complex ft^/L-ause our. subjects 
are complc^. Fine. But'sometimes we create unneces- 
'sary complexity because of our: writing styles. In a h^ur- 
ricd vvorld. We need'to avoid such indTiciency. 

Spccilicidly. though, how^can writers re.duce the 
unnecessary noise m their wrrting?1his article provides 
some answers hy discussing seven specific guidelines 
and applving them lo samples ,cV prose from institu- 
:ional research reports^ { Points 1 J2. 3. 4 adapted from 
I ( I A. I^Kh points 5, 6. 7 adtp'ed from Venoiia. 
I9H2.) . 

Avoid-slow sentence be^nnings. 

Most sentences begir.iung with there is and // /.v. 
tor example, tan be wlTiciently revised. C^onsidqr this 
scntence^"lt is unnecessary to await the arrival of 
finiversiil and inexpensive inter-mainframe commun- 
icaiion." f diling produces VAwa^iting the arrival of 
universal and inexpensive intcrmainframe commun- 
ication IS unnecessary." a revision that is more force- ; 
lul and ley wordy. # . 

Don't use a form of the v\eak verb, to he. whdu >ou 
can use a strong, active verb. * 

I he subject, and verb positions are the most pow- 
crlul positions in a sentence: don't dilute this pov^er 
wMh mere plac^^holder verbs. Compare the sentence. 
" I his problem is in need of investigation." to this. 
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Irj the ifctivc voice, the subject of the sentenc*^ 
' does tHc, acting.' In the sentence; .the staff submitted 
a repqfrt," for example, the subject, staff, does xho 
action of submitting and the oh}ccu)feport, receives^ 
the action o'f being submitted. 

In the passive vpice, though, the subject of the 
sentence receives- the acliop. The p^^ssiii^^-vajce^Ser- 
Mon of our example k'ntence is "The report was 
submitted by the staff.]'' ' ' , 

"Why does it matter whether you choose the active 
•or passive voice since both sentences convey the 
same idea? The actife uses fewer words and is more 
straightf(Kward;,passive-voice sentences can be 
ttn,necessarily Complicated. ^ ^ ^ 

But please don't misinterpret, in some cases the 
pa^ssive is clearly more appropriate than the active. 
Wiien you don't know the doer of the action or wish 
•to emphasize "the receiver instead of-the doer, you 
have a clear reason for choosing-the passive voice. 
5!" When possible, condense clauses beginning with 
which, that, or who into f^vver words. 

Clauses are word group.s which appear before, 
after, or within the main sentence to add additional 
information. .Frequently, though, this in^ rmation 
can be added more economically in otnc^' vsays- 
Compare these two sentences: ''I he report, which 
was lengthy! discussed the add-drop period," and 
" I he lengthy report discussed the add-drop period." ' 
6. Avoid using roundabout phrases. Here are some 
typical exarViples and stiggested revisions: 



Roundabout 

.some questions related 

to this issue 
due to the tact that 
in spile of the fact that 
on a theoretical level 
is now engaged in a study 



Revision " 

sotry: relevant questions 

bc'rau.se 
although 
m theory 
IS now studying': 
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7/ Avoid too-lengthy sentences. 

Presemt yt)ur informatioTi in shorter, more man- 
ageable segments. While a few* centuries ago the 
average sentence had 60 words^ today it has only 

; twenty (Venoria, 1982, p. 19). 

Ry-foilowing. these guidelines, you can substantially 
.•'reduce inefficiency, weakocss. and unwield'ness in'your 
prose. Your readers will surely appreciate ypur efforts. 
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